Background: There is need for new information about the socio-economic and geographic differences in health seeking and expenditures on many health conditions, so to help to design interventions that will reduce inequity in utilisation of healthcare services and ensure universal coverage.
Introduction
It is important to generate new information that will aid the better understanding of equity issues in health seeking patterns, expenditures, health financing and factors that can either enable or constrain the provision and utilisation of optimal quality health services for reducing the burden of communicable and non-communicable diseases. This is because, both communicable and noncommunicable diseases constitute a considerable burden to households, especially in the present health system financing environment where households bear disproportionate proportion of health system costs arising from prevailing user fees regimen and dominance of out-of-pocket payments. Previous studies show that the burden from these diseases are considerable and increasing [1] [2] [3] [4] .
A constraining factor to access to health services is the negative effect of household health expenditures paid as user fees due to limited funding from government. Nonetheless, it has been shown that the higher the level of health expenditures by the government, the higher the disease burden declines [5] . Presently, public expenditure funded through general tax revenue in Nigeria accounts for only 20-30% of total health expenditure, while 70-80% comes from other sources, with the bulk of this taking the form of private payments [6, 7] . Reliance on private payments transfers the financial burden on the poor [8, 9] .
Payments for health services, in the form of user charges present a barrier to access [10, 11] and lead to increased disease burden. In most cases, user fees have occurred spontaneously as a result of: the scarcity of public financing; the prominence of the public system in the supply of essential healthcare; the government's inability to allocate adequate financing to its health system; the readiness of the poor and the better-off to pay fees as a way of reducing the travel and time costs of alternative sources of care; the low salaries of health workers; the limited public control over pricing practices by public providers; and the lack of key medical supplies such as drugs [12] .
Previously, available data in Nigeria show that user fees paid mostly through out-of-pocket spending (OOPS) is an impediment to access to services [13, 14] . However, there are other factors related to poverty, geographic inaccessibility and lack of knowledge [11, 15] . The 2008 NDHS in Nigeria showed the most important barrier that women faced in accessing healthcare was getting money for treatment [4] . The other reasons that the women mentioned included lack of drugs in health facilities, transportation costs, distance to health facility and not having a provider available in the health facilities [4] .
In efforts to improve health care financing, provision and utilisation of health services in the country, some interventions have been started. For instance, the formal sector programme of the National Health Insurance Scheme (NHIS) and community-based health insurance (CBHI) schemes are important means of improving access to health services [16] . The coverage of the NHIS programme is quite low (less than 5% of the population) and the CBHI schemes only exist in a pocket of communities covering less than 1% of the population [17] . Hence, these schemes have not started having significant effects on improving health seeking in the country.
The paper contributes additional knowledge about health seeking and economic burden of different health conditions. It also shows the level of healthcare payments and their distribution across socioeconomic and geographic population groups. There is great need for such new information about the socio-economic and geographic differences in household health seeking, expenditures on many diseases and health conditions, to aid the design of interventions that will ensure universal coverage with healthcare services.
Research methods

Research Area
The research was undertaken in 4 selected Local Government Areas (LGAs); 2 rural and 2 urban LGAs from Enugu and Anambra states (2 LGAs per state). The two state capitals were selected as the urban LGAs and two rural LGAs were purposively selected. Enugu is the capital city of Enugu state. There are 17 LGAs in the state, of which 5 are urban. Enugu state has an estimated population of about 3,100,000 (projected from 1991 census). Anambra state has a population of 4,054,824 (projected from 1991 census). Its capital city is Awka, and it is comprised of 21 LGAs, 6 of which are urban. Each state capital has a tertiary hospital and each urban LGA has a public hospital. There are health centres in all rural LGAs. The private sector is represented by private hospitals, clinics, pharmacies, Patent Medicine Dealers (PMDs), and mission hospitals, all of which are found in both states.
Data Collection
A pre-tested questionnaire was administered by trained field workers to a minimum sample of 4,800 randomly selected householders from 4 LGAs (1,200 people per LGA). The sample size per state was determined using: the estimated number of households in the urban and rural LGAs per state -which is approximately 1 million (with an average household size of 5 people); a power of 80% and 95% confidence level. In each selected household, one woman (the primary care giver) -or in her absence -the male head of the household was interviewed. This study was carried out between 2008 and 2009.
Data was collected on: health problems that people had and sought care for; type of care sought in terms of outpatient department (OPD) visits and inpatient department (IPD) stays; types of providers visited; level of expenditures; and preferences for improving access to care. The average expenditure by households on OPD and IPD were elicited. Trends in health seeking for both OPD visits and IPD stays were elicited. Data was also collected on household ownership of assets and food expenditure. A one-month recall period was used to collect information on household healthcare expenditure on OPD, as well as mode of payment for health expenditure. The one-month recall period reduced the incidence of recall bias that would occur if longer periods were used. However, a six-month recall period was used for collecting data on IPD stays because such events are rarer than out-patient visits.
Data analysis
The levels of occurrence of various health conditions/ diseases were calculated, and the types of services that were accessed and providers that people visited were analysed. In addition, the level of healthcare expenditure on various health conditions/diseases and providers were estimated. The specific indicators were the level of health service use per month for household members (number of OPD visits and IPD admissions) aggregated to the household level, and total monthly health expenditure per household.
The mean monthly expenditure per household was compared between different SES groups and between urban and rural dwellers. The specific indicators were: level of household expenditure on OPD and IPD; SES and rural-urban differences in the use of different health financing mechanisms; average monthly household expenditure across different healthcare providers by different financing mechanisms; and average household expenditure on different diseases and health conditions. Note: 1US$ = 120 Naira Principal components analysis (PCA) was conducted using STATA [18] to create a SES index [19] (Filmer and Pritchett, 2001 ) using information on the households' ownership of a radio, bicycle, motorcycle, car, refrigerator, generator, kerosene lamp, together with the weekly household cost of food. The index generated was used to divide the households into five equal-sized SES groups (quintiles). The quintiles were Q1 (most poor), Q2 (very poor), Q3 (poor), Q4 (less poor), and Q5 (least poor). The measure of inequity in household healthcare payments was the concentration index [20, 21] . The concentration index varies from -1 and +1. A negative sign denotes that the distribution of the variable of interest favours the poor, and if positive, it means that it favours the least poor [22] .
Frequency distributions of the variables by SES and rural-urban location were calculated and chi-squared (X 2 ) tests of trend analysis for statistical difference were undertaken. The Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric test, which reports a X 2 statistic, was used to compare differences in means of continuous variables. The KruskalWallis is the non-parametric equivalent of ANOVA.
Results
Socio-economic and demographic characteristics
There were 2,390 rural households and 2,483 urban households. The average household size was 4.5 people ( Table 1 ). The mean age of the respondents was 41.6 years. Majority of the respondents were female and had some formal education. Household weekly food expenditure was 3,143 Naira from the combined data, but it was higher in the urban areas compared to the rural areas. Annual household non-food expenditure was 95,029 Naira, but again it was higher in the urban areas compared to the rural areas. Most of the households owned functional radios and kerosene lamps. Bicycles, motorcycles, cars, and generators were the least commonly owned household assets.
General health services use
Among the surveyed population there were 5,292 OPD visits and 282 IPD stays in the month preceding the survey. Some were multiple visits but 3936 respondents made at least one visit to the different providers. Malaria was the major health condition that required both OPD and IPD visits by households ( Table 2 ). The next most common health condition was respiratory diseases. Hypertension was the number one non-communicable disease cause of both OPD and IPD visits. Only one household reported a visit due to HIV/AIDS.
The private sector was by far the most common source of healthcare. PMDs were the most common providers visited for healthcare followed by private hospitals and pharmacies (also in the private sector) ( Table  3 ). The public hospitals and PHC centres were used to a lesser degree by the households.
The urbanites made greater use of private and public hospitals, pharmacies, and herbalists than rural dwellers (p < 0.05). Conversely, the rural dwellers were more likely to use PMDs. The use of public and private hospitals as well as pharmacies increased with increased SES, whilst the use of PMDs decreased with increasing SES (p < 0.05). These socio-economic differences are confirmed by the concentration indices, which are negative (i.e. pro-poor) for PHC centres, PMDs, laboratories, and others; and positive (pro-rich) for home care, private hospitals, public hospitals, pharmacies and herbalists (Table 4) .
Expenditures on healthcare seeking
The mean monthly household health expenditure was 2,354 Naira (SD 6,080 Naira). Of this the mean monthly household health expenditure in public health facilities was 661 Naira (SD 3,446 Naira). The remaining expenditure was incurred in the private sector. The average monthly household expenditure on outpatient care was 1,809 Naira, and about 610 Naira for inpatient care (Table 5 ). Average monthly household expenditure was highest in public hospitals (423 Naira for outpatient care, and 230 Naira for inpatient care), compared with PHC (48 Naira for outpatient care and 5 Naira for inpatient care). Table 6 shows that average monthly household outpatient care expenditure for those with chronic diseases such as diabetes and hypertension was more than 4000 Naira. However, in general, inpatient care expenditures were higher than outpatient care expenditures, but the frequency of use of outpatient care was much more than inpatient care. Table 7 shows that the urban dwellers had higher average monthly household expenditure compared to the rural dwellers. The differences in monthly household 
expenditures in the public sector for both OPD visits and IPD stays were not statistically different between the urban and rural areas. Table 7 also shows that the higher the SES, the higher the total health expenditures, expenditures in the public sector, and expenditures on OPD visits in the public sector. The monthly expenditure on IPD was not statistically different across the quintiles. Table 8 recalculates mean expenditure for those households that incurred positive expenditure. Urban dwellers had higher expenditure for both outpatient and inpatient care compared to the rural dwellers, but the pvalue was not significant for inpatient care. The table also shows that the higher the SES, the higher the amount of money spent on outpatient care. This pattern was also seen for inpatient care, except that expenditure was highest in quintile 3. Overall, the concentration index for expenditure is positive for both inpatient and outpatient expenditure. Table 9 shows how spending on the different providers differs by population group. Urban dwellers spent more money than rural dwellers on public and private hospitals, pharmacies, and laboratories. The table also shows that as SES increases, the expenditures on public and private hospitals, pharmacies, laboratories, and the home increases. Conversely, as SES decreases, expenditures on PHC centres, PMDs and herbalists increases.
Reasons healthcare was not sought and preferences for improving financing, provision and utilisation of healthcare services
The major reasons that people who needed healthcare services did not seek care were that either the condition was not serious enough (67.3%) or they could not afford the cost of services (35.5%). Other reasons given were that individual could not afford transport costs (9.1%); poor quality of services (6.8%); problems with geographic accessibility (4.6%); and others.
The three main suggestions that respondents gave for improving provision, utilisation and financing of healthcare services were provision of free services (78.6%), subsidising healthcare (55.3%), and construction of more public hospitals (50.7%). Other reasons given were improvement of quality of services in existing facilities (44.4%), provision of more health centres (40.8%), use of health insurance (14.3%), construction of more private hospitals (12.5%) and others (2.0%). 
Discussion
The findings show that there were significant inequities in use of the different providers, and in expenditures on treatment. Health seeking for fever or presumptive malaria was the most common motive for both OPD visits and IPD stays. Hypertension was the most common non-communicable diseases that required OPD visits and IPD stays. The fact that malaria was the most common public health problem and disease burden has been found in several other studies in Nigeria [1, 3, 4, 23] . This reinforces the importance of tackling malaria due to its potential deplete household resources. However, it is surprising that despite the enormous amounts of money and other resources that have been invested in malaria control in Nigeria, the disease still remains the major reason for both outpatient visits and hospital stays.
There were striking inequities in use of the different providers, with the rural dwellers and poorer SES groups more likely to use low-level and informal providers, where treatment is usually of questionable quality [24, 25] , with the exception of herbalists that were used mostly by the middle and highest quintiles in this study. These low-level providers included the PMDs, herbalists, the health posts, and other drug sellers. Similar findings have been found in other studies in Nigeria and elsewhere [25] [26] [27] [28] [29] . Hence, despite all the interventions to expand the number and quality of public health facilities in the study area, their use was still lower than those of the private sector. Patent Medicine Dealers (PMDs) followed by private hospitals and pharmacy shops were the most commonly used healthcare providers. This has also been found in other studies in Nigeria and in other subSaharan African (SSA) countries [1] [2] [3] 26] . The 
implication of this is that the poor and rural people access more inappropriate healthcare services, which predisposes them to spending more on services that are not beneficial -leading to economic loss and by extension a higher economic burden of illness. Higher expenditures were incurred by urbanites and the better-off SES groups and the level of expenditure on healthcare services was generally quite high, for both OPD and IPD. Other studies showed that the better-off SES spend more on healthcare [26] . However, for all the health conditions, the average expenditures on IPD care were more than for OPD as expected, since inpatient care involves hospital stays and is usually for more serious conditions that require more and possibly more expensive drugs. However, because there were much more frequent outpatient visits compared to inpatient stays, the aggregate expenditure on outpatient care was higher. Another study in Nigeria found that the average monthly household healthcare expenditure in Enugu for 1 st and 5 th quintile were 53 Naira and 1,065 Naira respectively [30] , and these were lower than the expenditures found in this study. The high level of expenditures probably deterred many households especially the most-poor and rural dwellers from accessing good quality providers. Some authors from their meta-analysis also found that user fee was a barrier to access to services [10] .
It was not surprising to find that the lowest average expenditures were incurred in low level providers such as herbalists and PMDs and the highest average expenditure was incurred in private hospitals, followed by public hospitals. This disparity in expenditures could stem from the type of services offered by the different providers and particular treatment provision behaviours of the different providers. A study in Greece also shows significantly higher cost of using private facilities where services are perceived to be better [31] . Patients were found to make informal payments in order to receive better quality service [32] . The limited range of services offered by the low level providers, the low levels of their operating costs and their practices of providing incomplete services such as under-dosing with drugs and treatment based on clients' requests instead of using appropriate standard operating procedures could account for the lower level of expenditure at these providers [33] . As expected, the highest average expenditures were generally incurred for non-communicable diseases, although the expenditures for communicable diseases such as malaria were also quite high. However, it should be borne in mind that the vast majority of people sought treatment for and incurred expenditures on communicable diseases. Hence, the total expenditures on communicable diseases were more than that of noncommunicable diseases. The higher average monthly household expenditures on non-communicable diseases is explained by the fact that most of them are chronic and require daily medication and regular visits to healthcare providers. The drugs that are required to treat or control them are also usually more expensive than drugs used for the treatment of communicable diseases, which are mostly acute in nature and are usually cured with one round of appropriate treatment.
The finding that expenditures OPD in public hospitals and total expenditure increased as SES quintile increased could be an income effect since the poorer quintiles are constrained by their budgetary limits to spend less on healthcare and also possibly travel shorter distances or use less comfortable but cheaper means of transportation to visit healthcare providers. The budget constraints on the poorer quintiles will most likely predispose them to accessing and consuming poor, incomplete and inappropriate treatment services, with possible dire consequences on their health.
The geographic differences in expenditures on different providers could arise because of the relative availability of different facilities in urban and rural areas. One can only pay for what is available. Hence, the urbanites spent more in public and private hospitals as well as pharmacy shops and laboratories, which are found more in the urban areas. Conversely, more money was spent on PMDs in the rural areas. However, the higher expenditures in urban areas could also be because the providers there charged higher fees than their rural counterparts bearing in mind that rural residents are usually poorer than the urbanites.
The fact that the major reason that people who needed healthcare services did not seek care was that either that the condition was not serious enough or they could not afford the cost of services is a pointer to the lack of financial risk protection in the health system in the study areas. Hence, the three main suggestions that the respondents gave for improving provision, utilisation and financing of healthcare services, which were provision of free services, subsidising healthcare and construction of more public hospitals should help in guiding design of programmes for enhancing financial risk protection of the health system in the study areas. A study showed that mortality rate falls from 1.1% to 6.9% for each 10% increase in public spending [5] .
One limitation of the study is that the one-month recall period may not lead to very accurate collection of data on household health expenditures for ambulatory services and the longer recall period for in-patient stays is also subject to recall bias. Future studies should assess the real consequences for households of high levels of health expenditure. Such studies will require qualitative and observational design [34] .
All in all the paper has provided additional knowledge on many issues such as information about level of healthcare visits and average expenditures on outpatient and inpatient care due to different diseases or health conditions. The findings also illustrated the differential use of different providers by different population groups. The pattern of expenditures by different SES quintiles and by people living in different geographic locations is instructive of the financing burden borne by different population groups. There was also evidence of differential patterns in provider choice by population group. The higher SES groups were associated with higher level of expenditures on private hospitals, public hospitals, pharmacy shops and laboratories. Conversely, decreasing SES was associated with more expenditure on PMDs. Expenditures on home treatment, PHC centres and herbalists were not associated with SES group, pointing at possibly more equitable payments and possibly service provision in the latter two types of providers, although the cell sizes were too small to detect differences. The differential expenditures paid by different quintiles could be as a result of providers charging more money to people that they knew or perceived to be well-off than they charged people that they knew or perceived to be poor [35] .
In order to improve the provision and use of health services, people want increased free public health services, subsidising healthcare and construction of more public hospitals. People expressed a desire for increased free public health services, subsidised healthcare services, and the construction of more public hospitals. Reforms should identify constraints which impede the equitable distribution and access of free or subsidised public health services for the general population especially poor people and rural dwellers.
